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I would like to talk about the class position of women-- 
in what way women are, by virtue of being women, a class 
that is exploited by men. I want to talk about the basis of 
that exploitation, the role of heterosexual ideology in 
maintaining it and the power of lesbians for breaking it. 


Marxist ideology begins with the assumption that the 
material conditions of life determine all other structures. 
By material con itions Marx means our efforts at_ producing 
those things which meet our basic needs. How we get those 
things-food, clothing, shelteradetermines how we view the 
world. Psychology, religion, morals, etc. are all part of a 
super-structure growing out of and reflecting the basic 
economic facts of our lives. In other words, if we were serfs 
in a feudal society--bound to the land, owing allegiance to a 
lord, etc.--we would have a different psychology, a different 
religion, a different way of looking at the world than if we 
were wage-laborers in a corporate capitalist society. The 
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circumstances and structures through which we produce, 
maintain and continue our livelihood determine the rest of 
our life. 

Marx saw external production--working j wage 
economy--as the material condition. That formulation takes 


for granted a e work that women do--the mai nce 
a a Marxist analysis assumes 


rather than analyzes the most basic production and repro- 
duction. Thus, Marxists have no way of analyzing women’s 
class position. Their only solution is to try and fit women 
into their analysis of external production--the situation of 
men. 

There are three elements that define the oppression of 
women--reproduction, production (domestic labor), and 
sexuality. These material conditions are interrelated histor- 
ically and today. Each has its own dynamic, each comes 
out of a particular material situation, and each is an actual 
objective condition. 


Material Basis of Women’s Oppression 


Women’s oppression is based in the fact that she repro- 
duces the species. The relationship of men to reproduction 
is defined by a single act of fucking at the moment of 
impregnation and ends at that point. Women’s responsibil- 
ity for the reproduction of the species is the basis for the 
sexual division of labor. 

In early agricultural societies as groups settled in particu- 
lar geographical locations, women reproduced the children, 
cared for the children, and were responsible for the basic 
development of food and tools. Prior to highly-centralized 
patriarchal societies, women had a fairly independent rela- 
tionship to the means of production. They had access to 
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materials, their own land, their own food supplies and were 
responsible for meeting the needs of the population. Wom- 
en did whatever was necessary for the survival of themselves 
and their children: they developed agriculture, crafts, 
language, etc. Men were fairly peripheral; they were not 
the core holding the social organization together. 

As women developed technology, they created a signifi- 
cant surplus-more than enough for the actual material 
needs of life. At that point men began to appropriate the 
surplus. Women then not only met their own needs and 
their children’s needs, but they also began to care for men. 
The surplus that was created became the property of men. 
Because the men were mobile, (they had no natural rela- 
tion to raising children) the surplus became theirs to trade 
with. They moved outside their local social units to other 
social units and they exercised control over trading and the 
market place. 

Engles’ study, Origin of the Family, which is inaccurate 
in terms of the origins of women’s oppression is good once 
he establishes that women are oppressed. He equates wom- 
en’s oppression with the rise of class society. He never 
really says why people start having private property instead 
of communal property, only that women are oppressed and 
class society begins. Class society arose because of the op- 
pression of women. With the surplus women created 
men could compete with other men who were similarly 
exploiting the surplus of their women. So, competing 
classes of men developed. They engaged in warfare, and 
ripped off other men’s surplus, and came bacx to add it 
onto their own. They began to build an economic power 
base which was made possible by the original surplus value 
that women created. In other words, women’s work made 
possible a class society in which some men could make 
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other men work for them. The exploitation of all women 
by all men made possible the exploitation of some men by 
other men. 

The more exploitative the relationship between men and 
women becomes, the stronger and more vital become the 
institutions of male supremacy. So that in an advanced in- 
dustrial society, men maintain their daily lives not at all. 
Male consciousness is largely determined by this fact. 
Male Marxist intellectuals who talk about production as the 
basis of consciousness and the primary material condition 
in people’s lives are operating in a context that whatever is 
produced and reproduced in daily life is taken for granted. 
By whom it is done or how it is done is never questioned. 

It would have been much more difficult for men to start 
and perpetuate class society if they got pregnant, gave 
birth, raised and maintained children and themselves. Their 
lives would have been dominated (as were women’s) by 
raising food, playing with and supervising children, cooking, 
cleaning, building huts, making utensils, etc. Since they 
didn’t have those responsibilities, didn’t have to be there 
every day to keep the home running smoothly, didn’t have 
to birth children so that there would even be a society, 
they could go off and start wars, stealing the surplus other 
men had expropriated and enslaving other villages. 


Class Relation of Women to Men 


In classical Marxist terms the relationship of wife to 
husband is one of slavery, as Hodee Edwards described: 

“For, when a man is hired to work, the labor power he 
sells is a commodity he owns but did not produce: it was 
produced by labor power for which no payment is given. 
In all other cases, such a condition is called slavery. The 


man owns the ‘means of production’ of his commodity, 
namely, the woman. She, in performing her housework, 
produces the commodity he then sells and is paid for.” 

The woman engages in certain material production and 
in return receives room and board. The degree to which she 
receives room and board is dependent on the kind of hetero- 
sexual privilege she has. If she has a heterosexual relation- 
ship with a ruling class man her reutrn for the work she 
does is on a totally different level than if she has a hetero- 
sexual relationship with a working-class man or a pimp, 
whose access to the class structure is on the other end. Of 
course with divorce laws, changes in marriage laws, the right 
of access to their own earnings, the really feudal character- 
istics of that slave relationship have been somewhat modi- 
fied. However, such laws are only an escape valve and func- 
tion to maintain the family. 

In case you don’t think that the status of a wife is classi- 
cally that of a slave, look at the facts. By law a woman is 
required to provide her husband with sexual relations 
and domestic services and she is required to follow his dom- 
icile. She has to acquiesce to sexual intercourse anytime he 
so desires: ‘‘A husband cannot be guilty of raping his own 
wife by forcing her to have sexual intercourse with him. By 
definition, the crime [of rape] is ordinarily that of forcing 
intercourse on someone other than the wife of the person 
accused.”2 She has to maintain his home (clean, cook, 
wash, mend, buy food, etc.), provide for his personal 
needs, and birth and take care of his children. Moreover, 
she has to live where he lives; if she refuses, she can be 
charged with desertion. Now that is the classic definition 
of a slave. A slave is the property of the owner. A slave’s 
freedom of movement is curtailed. The owner is entitled 
to obedience and the time, labor and services of the slave. 
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In return the owner has only to feed, clothe, and house 
the slave, and not even adequately. 

Such is a wife. In return for bed and board, she pro- 
vides. sexual services, reproductive ability (a woman has to 
have her husband’s written consent to get her tubes tied) 
and domestic labor. Courts have ruled that the husband is 
legally entitled to his wife’s domestic services and further 
that she cannot be paid for her work.? The husband--and 
through him all males--receives all her labor for subsistence 
only. She receives no wages directly; she is outside of the 
wage economy. Her work is unpaid, but absolutely socially 
necessary. Her domestic and sexual services make her hus- 
band’s work possible and via each woman ail male work 
possible. Her reproduction of the next generation gives her 
husband heirs and bosses future workers. As Betsy Warrior 
described it: 

‘Women are not just laborers in the male-defined sense 
of the word. Women are the source of all labor in that they 
are the producers of all laborers. This is the basic means of 
production (reproduction) in any society. It creates the 
first commodity, female and male laborers, who in turn 
create all other commodities and products. Men as the 
ruling class profit from this commodity through its labor. 
These profits come in two sizes: king-size and super. The 
individual man who is king of his castle (the patrilineal 
family) has his labor power produced, prepared, and main- 
tained for him free. When he sells his labor power on the 
market he is selling a commodity he owns but did not pro- 
duce, thereby profiting from the slave labor that went into 
the making of this product. The male capitalist class makes 
a super-profit when it buys this labor power and then re- 
ceives the surplus value of its “‘outside’” economy pro- 
duction.””4 


54 


Of course, there are married women who do not do their 
own housework. The work they perform for their husbands 
is to have sex and reproduce children. These women are 
managers--the petit-bourgeoise of the class of women. Their 
heterosexual privilege gives them access to a class position 
which is high enough to hire someone else to do their work. 
Their husbands sub-contract through them and they get 
from their husband the resources to pay that someone 
else. Their class position is fundamentally different from 
the woman who is doing that work herself because their 
relationship to the creation of surplus value within the 
home is different. Hither they are married to and perform 
sexual labor for a high class male or they have money 
through inheritance, access to their father’s money. Whe- 
ther married or not, it’s the same heterosexual framework 
that allows them access to money. 

It is important to note that there is a relation between 
the accumulation of capital in advanced industrial societies 
and primitive accumulation. In order for there to be ad- 

need industrial societies, there have to be societies en- 
the advanced society exploits. The same relationship exists 
between men and women. You have one whole segment of 
the population which does a certain kind of work which 
creates surplus value which another segment of the popula- 
tion takes over and uses. For the structure of capitalist 
society itself, the unpaid labor of the housewife is crucial. 
Unpaid labor in general is crucial to the ability of an econo- 
my to accumulate capital. The main reason that the U.S. is 
the richest industrial nation in the world is that for 200 
Years we had a slave population whtcl received room and 


oard for 200 years of Tabor. Some in ustrial societies 
had colonies and derived similar benefits by directly ex- 
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ploiting another population; we not only had colonies, we 
had a population within our own industrial structure which 
was totally slave. When you have a slave population you 
make a quantuum leap in what capital you can accumu- 
late--a whole lot of money becomes capital that doesn’t if 
it has to go back into wages or social services. 


Role of Ideology 


Within the women’s movement there have been trends 
which indicate a lack of attention to the importance of the 
role of ideology. Ideology itself is a material force in his- 
tory. It is not simply part of a super-structure defined by 
the productive base. Ideology is a world-view; it provides a 
way for us to perceive the world, to understand and incor- 
porate what exists around us. Our perceptions of our en- 
vironment are not simply reflections of what is out there. 
Our perception of a tree and what it is, is defined by how 
we have learned to understand trees. If we have a world- 
view in which plants are kindred spirits with whose con- 
tinued life our life is inextricably bound, we will see a tree 
very differently than if we have a world-view in which na- 
ture is alien and has to be conquered or it will conquer us. 
The tree in either case is the same, it is the world-view, the 
ideology, that makes the difference. 

The ideological assumptions functioning at a particular 
time determine the limitations within which people under- 
stand the so-called objective conditions around them. 
Not understanding this leads to economist trends--the 
leaflet mentality. Radicals hand out millions of leaflets 
explaining to people the real conditions of their lives. If 
they can just describe it right this time, the people will see 
and become revolutionaries. Passive receptor people plus 
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‘right information equals revolution. What this leaves out 

is the ideological framework within which people’s con- 

sciousnesses are formed. That framework of expectations, 

self-understandings, etc. creates the limits within which 
eople can hear what you’re saying. 

The economist trend coupled with the Marxist mistake 
of trying to make working women fit into the male prole- 
tarian scheme has led to a lot of nonsense. Women are in 
the wage economy at various points because capitalism 
needs them, or because they’re driven to get more money 
to feed their kids, not because they are no longer slaves. 


Working outside the home doesn’ t ian 
as as their it still puts them.in a 


slaye position. Their consciousness is still defined by the 
fact that they’re slaves in the family, although it is compli- 
cated by the fact that they’re also shit-workers in the wage 
economy. 


Heterosexual Ideology 


Ideological hegemon ns that there is an_ideology 
that exercises total control over Hhe-assumpitons uyier 
which people live. Bourgeois ideology defines life by the 
hourly wage and that assumption permeates all conscious- 
ness. In order to get outside of that, in order to assume 
that something else ought to be the definition of work, 
there has to be a total critique of the assumptions upon 
which wage labor rests. The framework of understanding is 
the ideology; it acts as an active force in determining how 
you understand the situation around you, whether you see 
your situation as exploitation or a low wage. The ideology 
tells us what is natural. Bourgeois ideology tells us that 
there have always been bosses and workers, that it is natur- 
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al that some work and some make decisions--that having 
your labor exploited by another is the natural order of 
things. 

In terms of the oppression of women, heterosexuality is 
the ideology of male supremacy. In order to have 
a justification for exploiting women and an ability to en- 
force that exploitation, heterosexuality has to become, not 
merely an act in relation to impregnation, but the domi- 
nant ideology. Women must become defined as appendages 


“to men so that there is a coherent ideological framework 
which says it is natural for women to create the surplus to 
take care of men and that men will do other things. Repro 
duction itself did not have to determine that. The fact tha 
male supremacy developed the way it has and was institu 
tionalized is an ideological creation. The ideology of hetero- 
sexuality, not the simple act of intercourse, is the whole 
set of assumptions and beliefs which maintains the ideolo- 
gical power of men over women. It is the basic framework 
which determines a woman’s life from the earliest moments 
she learns to perceive the world. It tells her what is natural 
that she do and be. 

Heterosexual hegemony insures that people think it 
natural that male and female form a life-long sexual/repro- 
ductive unit with the female belonging to the male. Male 
and female belong together, fit together, are basic to nature 
together. The purpose of life is to mate and have children, 
your own children. Now you go and tell people that there 
could be another purpose to life, that sexuality can be to- 
tally divorced from reproduction, that reproduction could 
be organized in a totally different way and they’ll just 
laugh and say you’re talking about Martians. Heterosexual 
hegemony insures that people can’t even perceive that 
there could be other possibilities. 
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What is the position of lesbianism in the material condi- 
tions described above? The three factors that have to be 
considered are the relation of lesbians to production, re- 
production and sexuality. At this point in history the pri- 
mary role that lesbians have to play in the development of 
revolutionary consciousness is ideological. 

Lesbians are objectively outside of the reality which 
heterosexual ideology explains. Therefore, they have the 
potential for developing an alternative ideology, not limited 
by heterosexuality. Now it is incredibly difficult to create 
and maintain that space. You can look at the parallel with 
bourgeois ideology. Bourgeois ideology has the power of 
every institution of society to maintain and enforce itself 
in the consciousnesses of the masses of the people. At mo- 
ments of real crisis, people develop some resistance to 
bourgeois ideology, but whether they develop a real alter- 
nate ideology and conceive of things from a perspective 
that makes for revolution is another matter. You cannot 
criticize one little element of the ideology--like that wage 
isn’t enough (trade-union consciousness)--you have to step 
outside of the whole ideology. Otherwise bourgeois ideolo- 
gy can accommodate that critique in a way that leaves all 
of its assumptions unquestioned. You have to find a way 
to critique those assumptions. 

To continually question the assumptions of heterosexual 
ideology which has existed far longer than bourgeois ideol- 
ogy isjust that much more difficult. You have to create the 
space that stands outside of all the assumptions of hetero- 
sexuality--assumptions about the family, about marriage, 
about motherhood, about housework, about childrearing, 
about rape, about illegitimacy, about spinsterhood--about 
everything that has to do with the relationships between 
men and women. Tostand outside of heterosexual ideology 
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and to develop an alternative way that male-female rela- 
tionships could exist is an incredibly creative act. Revolu- 


tionary ideology posits new ways of understanding objec- 
tive conditions, new goals; it posits what you want your 
future life to be. You make an ideology that says this is 
what it’s going to look like and then you create it. 
This doesn’t mean that lesbians have their assumptions 
together. It means that lesbians have a basis for creating 
new ways of understanding the material conditions. That is 
because lesbians stand in a different relation to the three 
material conditions that determine the class position, of 
wamen--reproduction, production (domestic labor) and 
exuality. The lesbian does not have a domestic base that 
eine by the production of new labor power and main 
tenance of her husband’s labor power. Her primary rela 
tionship to class society is in proletarian terms. That ele 
ment of slave consciousness which is integral to hetero 
sexual women is missing. Her ability to understand the 
conditions of proletarian oppression is far greater. She 
does not have to work through the series of contradictions 
created by being in the slave position before she can relate 
to the fact that she’s a proletariat in advanced capitalism. 
What is the relationship between a new consciousness 
and an old consciousness? What is lesbian consciousness and 
what is heterosexual consciousness? Many lesbians in the 
lesbian movement talk and feel as if our strategy is to wait 
until all women become lesbians. The question, | think, is 
rather how all women will understand themselves. If the 
ideology of heterosexuality can be attacked and exposed 
and an alternative ideology can be developed, I’m not sure 
how important it is that all women stop being heterosexual. 
Because the way a woman would understand what it would 
mean to be heterosexual would be totally different. A cri- 
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tique of heterosexual ideology ultimately reduces hetero- 
sexuality to an act at the moment of impregnation. If 
you’re going to have a baby, there is a role for heterosex- 
uality. If we develop other ways to have babies, then what 
heterosexuality is becomes irrelevant. 

Male supremacy is what is attacked in lesbian ideology. 
What we are doing in revolutionary struggle is to make our 
consciousnesses different. When enough people’s conscious- 
nesses are different, then we make a revolution. Changes 
in consciousness involve struggle; you don’t just get pre- 
sented with ideas and they change your consciousness. 
Struggle (action) makes_apparent_the contradictions be- 
tween the new world-view and—the-reality—we-peree ive. 
The tension between what we have come to understand as 
what we want and what is going on has to become clear. 
If we don’t question the ideology, then the contradictions 
are not perceivable. It’s very difficult to create that space 
without a total ideological struggle, which demystifies 
talk about cultural revolution versus material condition 
revolution. The revolutionary process itself involves a 
transformation in people. If that transformation doesn’t 
occur, there will be no revolution. 
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